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Urban Design and the Bottom Line: 
Optimizing the Return on Perception
Dennis Jerke, Douglas R. Porter, and Terry J. Lassar
Reviewed by Amanda Campbell
 A glowing stadium shaped like a large blue doughnut 
(Munich’s Allianz Arena) and the “lively layouts and fresh 
designs” of The Grove (Los Angeles’ lifestyle center) are 
but two of the colorful examples highlighted in Urban 
Design and the Bottom Line: Optimizing the Return on 
Perception, by Dennis Jerke and contributing authors 
Douglas R. Porter and Terry J. Lassar.
 The work, recently published by the Urban Land 
Institute, highlights international urban design case 
studies and is accessible to any audience.  Rather than 
serving as a textbook for urban design rules, this book 
paints broad principles using striking photographs and 
descriptive language. The authors use examples of 
success to demonstrate good urban design, backing up 
their claims with data and observed results. While the 
graphics alone would make it an excellent coffee-table 
book, the text contains a surprising amount of detail on 
a wide scope of material drawn from industry experts, 
making it an excellent resource for those unfamiliar with 
urban and environmental design. For practitioners, the 
case studies may inspire and justify future projects. 
 The authors define urban design principles to include 
visual imagery and spatial arrangement, integrating 
planning, architecture, and landscape architecture. 
The book’s main premise is the concept of “return 
on perception,” modeled after economic “returns on 
investment.” Good urban design, the authors argue, is 
an investment that pays off in economic, social, cultural, 
and environmental returns – by improving city image, 
luring shoppers, providing a forum for social interaction, 
encouraging exercise, and increasing property values. 
In fact, good design brings measurable dividends: San 
Antonio’s River Walk brought an estimated $3.5 billion in 
tourism revenues, Chicago’s Millennium Park stimulated 
a 25% increase in nearby property values, and Salt Lake 
City’s TRAX light rail investments prevented the release 
of 260 million pounds of air pollution. 
 Urban Design and the Bottom Line is organized 
around five themes: Architecture, Green Infrastructure, 
Transportation, Water Settings and Implementation. 
Architecture is the most extensive, divided into 
residential, retail, higher education, and civic facilities. 
Green Infrastructure covers habitat as well as recreational 
elements of urban settings. Within the Transportation 
chapter, a focus on transit-oriented development 
emphasizes that the urban area should be accessible 
through multiple means, including bicycle and pedestrian 
routes. There are also sections on improving highway, 
airport, and bridge design.  Water Settings addresses design 
principles, success stories, and restoration examples for 
streams and rivers, ponds, and waterfronts. Finally, the 
Implementation chapter highlights the importance of 
including the aforementioned elements in any cohesive, 
viable development or neighborhood. 
 Throughout the text, the authors emphasize a 
holistic approach to sustainable urban design, drawing 
from best practices in Smart Growth, New Urbanism, 
livable communities, land use-transportation integration, 
green infrastructure, and environmental quality.  The 
authors highlight returns gained through projects’ context 
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sensitivity, economic benefits, and environmental benefits. 
Principles of environmental design are thoroughly 
integrated; one section serves as an environmental science 
primer on the effects of urban form on water quality and 
habitat. 
 There are very few notable flaws in Urban Design and 
the Bottom Line.   The book’s key principles are repeated 
often to direct the flow, but are perhaps over-emphasized. 
Another criticism is that the author asserts one unverified 
claim as fact: that the National Environmental Policy 
Act is the “overarching umbrella” of most environmental 
laws. In reality, the Endangered Species Act, Clean Air 
Act, and Clean Water Act, as well as other federal policies 
and numerous state and local conservation ordinances, 
are each administered separately.1  One tactic that this 
reviewer might suggest would be to include examples 
and pictures, as bases of comparison, of urban designs 
that failed aesthetically, economically, or socially. 
Nonetheless, these comments are outshined by the book’s 
numerous merits mentioned above.  
 Urban Design and the Bottom Line is recommended 
for anyone interested in how urban design can increase 
the value of places.  For those less familiar with these 
concepts, it is a comprehensive introduction to sustainable 
design issues and planning principles in general, with a 
touch of urban design history.  For current practitioners, 
the book bolsters claims that good urban form yields 
more than just financial returns. Notably, it would also 
be an excellent resource for politicians or planning board 
members. Aside from its educational merits, the book is 
worth perusing for the awe-inspiring pictures and exciting 
urban design success stories drawn from the U.S. and 
abroad.
1 NEPA required Environmental Impact Statements and a 
public input process for all federal projects causing significant 
environmental impacts, with the aim of improving decision 
analysis across agencies. Language in the bill expressed the 
intent to implement a holistic federal environmental policy; 
however, NEPA was only applied in practice to proposed 
actions, “not to the broader policies, legislative initiatives, 
or appropriations bills that underlay them” (from Andrews, 
Richard. 2006. Managing the Environment, Managing 
Ourselves: A History of American Environmental Policy, 2nd 
ed. New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press). 
A Paradise Built in Hell
Rebecca Solnit
Reviewed by Robert Edgecombe
 One plausible feature of paradise is human 
interaction based in genuine altruism, solidarity, and love, 
unconstrained by differences and social barriers.  In A 
Paradise Built in Hell, Rebecca Solnit examines instances 
in which this particular manifestation of paradise has 
emerged, paradoxically and often under-reported, within 
situations that we generally understand to be horrific 
and chaotic.  Throughout the book, she details accounts 
of people responding to disasters through unexpected 
demonstrations of community, mutual aid, resilience, and 
joy. 
 The five disasters primarily framing Solnit’s inquiry 
are the San Francisco earthquake of 1906; the massive 
explosion of the Mont Blanc in Halifax harbor in 1917; 
the Mexico City earthquake of 1985; the September 11, 
2001, terrorist attacks in New York City; and Hurricane 
Katrina in New Orleans in 2005.  Reinforced by a 
wide body of literature from the fields of philosophy, 
sociology, psychology, and history, the author chronicles 
the remarkable ways in which citizens banded together in 
the immediate aftermath of these calamities.   Solnit also 
recalls the frequency with which authorities responded, 
in her view, less honorably (or at least less effectively), 
noting that disasters often provoke “a mixed reaction: 
generosity and solidarity among most of the citizens, and 
hostility from those who feared [the] public and sought to 
control it.” 
 Furthermore, Solnit argues that depictions of disasters 
in both cinema and journalism advance an impression “of 
people so overwhelmed by fear and selfish desire to survive 
that their judgment, their social bonds, even their humanity 
are overwhelmed, and that this can happen almost instantly 
when things go wrong.”  Examples like the movies “Panic 
in the Streets” and “Deep Impact,” along with the media’s 
propagation of appalling exaggerations about post-Katrina 
conditions in the Superdome and convention center, 
largely make this point for her.  The disaster narrative in 
the popular imagination often revolves around an image of 
the public – indeed, of the victims – as flustered, helpless, 
and even predatory.  
 But the actual responses to the disasters in Solnit’s 
study are quite different.  Through dozens of interviews 
with survivors, she reports on the humanity that 
emerges from crises.  In one account, she relays how 
the employees descended the Twin Towers’ stairs with 
remarkable order, stepping aside to allow others to carry 
the injured or disabled out of the building.  In another 
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example, she tells how San Francisco earthquake survivor 
Amelia Houlhouser established the “Mitzpah Café” in a 
tent, and this makeshift kitchen operated for two months 
as a “sanctuary and place of hopeful anticipation.” 
Throughout the London Blitz of 1940, the Underground 
became an improvised public dormitory, filled with “the 
courage, humor, and kindliness of ordinary people,” 
according to one journalist.  And in many more instances 
throughout these and other disasters, people acted not 
with the panicked claws of self-preservation, but as their 
brothers’ and sisters’ keepers.  Indeed, Dorothy Day, who 
was a young girl living in San Francisco when the 1906 
earthquake struck, powerfully recalled that “while the 
crisis lasted, people loved each other.” 
 Day’s reflection points to the real meaning Solnit 
extracts from these stories of communities in disaster. 
She sees these events as deep moments – as occasions in 
which human beings act on our innate senses of altruism, 
resourcefulness, and community that, for a host of societal 
reasons, remain relatively dormant in the day to day.  “The 
promise of paradise,” she writes, “is already within us as a 
default setting.” 
 Solnit is at her best when she synthesizes storytelling 
with stout analytical underpinnings.  Borrowing from the 
philosophy of William James, the psychology of Victor 
Frankl, the disaster sociology of Charles Fritz and Enrico 
Quarantelli, and works by other relevant thinkers, she 
explains that survivors of disasters have always been 
resilient, but the public has yet to consciously recognize 
this. Indeed, one of Solnit’s points is that while her 
observations are not in themselves novel, when packaged 
together they constitute a clarion call for us to reorient our 
understanding of how ordinary people act when the world 
around them is traumatized.  
 The author may underestimate the degree to which 
we are familiar with the types of stories she tells.  One 
of the unmistakable themes in the media’s coverage of 
9/11 was the way in which New Yorkers seemingly came 
together as never before.  Stories of personal kindness 
and of strangers helping strangers, standing together 
as witnesses to horror and instruments of mutual aid, 
were widely reported at the time.  Likewise, hospitality 
and rescue efforts following Hurricane Katrina, though 
obfuscated by sometimes sensational reports of violence 
and chaos, filled the airwaves and newspapers.  We may 
remember these stories as incidental components of these 
defining events, but Solnit has done us the great favor of 
assigning them a lasting, prominent, and hopeful meaning 
in A Paradise Built in Hell. 
 How does this meaning – that people might 
experience a paradise of human interaction amidst 
unimaginable circumstances – inform the field of urban 
planning?  The connection may be tenuous, but it ought to 
remind planners of the great social power of shared space, 
collective experience, and community.  We do not plan 
disasters, but we rightly celebrate the elements of cities 
that nurture interaction and make Solnit’s paradise more 
likely.  We know of many failed utopian experiments, 
but we also know that they represent an abiding search 
for meaning and mutual aid.  Solnit’s charge for us as 
planners is to bring these transcendent – and generally 
fleeting – experiences “into the everyday.”  
 Her prescriptions for doing so are difficult to 
identify, since the type of society she ultimately 
envisions is unclear and perhaps impractical; Solnit cites 
privatization, capitalism, and sometimes work itself as 
impediments to paradise.  But we know that human beings 
seem instinctively drawn to the type of deep interactions 
that disasters, amid their horror, have rendered necessary. 
For all of us, especially planners, this latent love is worth 
remembering, and worth our best efforts to cultivate.
Edible Estates: Attack on the Front Lawn
Fritz Haeg
Reviewed by Megan Wooley
 In light of Americans’ increasing awareness of 
environmental issues, many have started to take a critical 
look at the way in which natural resources are used.  One 
staple of American life which has recently come under 
attack is the front lawn.  In Edible Estates, architect 
and designer Fritz Haeg proclaims the front lawn to be 
a harmful element of the American landscape.  In his 
view, lawns are unproductive consumers of water and 
other resources, requiring harmful practices such as the 
spreading of chemical fertilizers and the use of fuel-
powered lawnmowers and weed-eaters.  As an alternative, 
Haeg suggests ripping out lawns and planting productive 
vegetable gardens in their place.  
 While the text highlights three American families 
that traded in their traditional front yards for “edible 
estates,” this book is not a “how-to” guide, nor does it 
claim to be.  (Haeg refers readers to Rosalind Creasy’s 
The Complete Book of Edible Landscaping for practical 
tips of installing a front-yard garden.)  The objective of 
this book is to compile insights, offered by a variety of 
authors, about the typical front lawn, what it represents, 
and why its function should change.  For planners 
interested in environmental and food security concerns, 
this book is a useful read.  By presenting the theory that 
lawns are detrimental, Edible Estates helps planners to 
analyze practices of American life that may be harmful, 
even if they are widely accepted. 
 Haeg’s suggestion – that Americans should exchange 
their front lawns for their backyards by turning them into 
high-yielding vegetable gardens – is a somewhat radical 
idea that opposes conventional thinking about the use 
of residential outdoor space.  In the author’s opinion, 
replacing ornamental lawns with gardens would be a 
more productive, beautiful, and creative use.  Moreover, 
the front-yard gardens cultivate not only food for families, 
but also social interaction and community among 
neighbors.  All of the homeowners involved in edible 
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front lawn projects stated that their favorite outcome was 
the increased sense of community they felt with their 
neighbors and friends.  
 While Haeg claims that edible estates present a 
“practical food-producing initiative,” these projects may 
not be feasible for all families.  For a dedicated household 
that has the time and energy to tend to a garden on a 
daily basis, an edible estate is a great project.  But for 
many families, the monetary resources that these projects 
require could be overwhelming, with high start-up costs 
associated with renting equipment (such as sod-cutters and 
rototillers), installing irrigation systems, and purchasing 
mulch and compost.  Therefore, edible estates may not 
be ideal for low- or moderate-income families.  Also, 
many people lack sufficient knowledge, time, experience, 
or gumption to feel comfortable with gardening in plain 
view of inquisitive neighbors.  And some neighborhoods’ 
restrictive covenants dictate specific instructions for lawn 
maintenance and do not allow front-yard gardens, thereby 
preventing edible estates from becoming more widely 
prescribed.
 Despite these challenges, planners interested in 
food security and resource conservation could adapt 
Haeg’s ideas into smaller, more feasible projects in their 
municipalities.  For example, if residents are interested 
in growing their own vegetables and connecting with 
their neighbors, but cannot implement front-yard gardens 
due to their neighborhood covenants or because they 
live in rental housing, a community garden might be a 
good alternative.  If homeowners are concerned about the 
negative environmental effects of their lawns, contributor 
Diana Balmori suggests planting mixed grasses and 
flowers that resemble a prairie landscape.  If residents 
are able to withstand their neighbors’ possible skepticism 
about attracting animals or appearing untidy, this might 
be a less expensive, easier-to-maintain lawn alternative. 
 Haeg’s writing often seems confrontational and 
extreme, with snippets such as “an attack on the front 
lawn” and “our dream is to be arrested for planting 
vegetables in a front lawn where it is illegal.”  Such 
abrasive language is not necessary to effectively convey 
his message, and these statements could easily deter a 
novice gardener from pursuing his ideas.  Additionally, 
such language may dissuade planning professionals who 
are interested in implementing Haeg’s suggestions in their 
communities.  
 Overall, Edible Estates is a quick yet thought-
provoking text for planners who want to absorb the salient 
details about the project. While the book is not a must-
read for every planner, it does present ideas that could 
help professionals to creatively rethink their communities’ 
open spaces.  Transportation planners, for instance, might 
encourage neighborhood associations to convert traffic 
medians into gardens, and community development 
planners could promote front yard gardens as a tool for 
increasing social interaction in neighborhoods.  By taking 
Edible Estates a step further and creating ordinances 
that allow for the alterative use of lawns and other open 
areas, planners can play a large role in cultivating a more 
efficient and creative use of space. 
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